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SUBJECT: INDIAN AIR FORCE LEVELS 

REF: NEW DELHI 9435 

1 . (U) AT A NEWS CONFERENCE JUNE 17, PRIME MINISTER 
DESAI REPLIED TO AN ATTACK BY FORMER PM INDIRA GANDHI 
THAT THE GOVERNMENT WAS WEAKENING THE IAF BY REDUCING 
THE NUMBER OF STRIKE SQUADRONS FROM SEVEN TO FIVE (REF 
CONFIDENTIAL 
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TEL). THE PRIME MINISTER DENIED THAT THIS MEANT A 
REDUCTION AND ASSERTED THAT, " IT IS AN EQUIVALENT 
STRENGHT". IA A JUNE 18 ARTICLE DISCUSSING THE PM'S 
REMARKS (PRESUMABLE BASED UPON A BRIEFING FROM GOVERN- 
MENT SOURCES) THE "HINDUSTAN TIMES" STATED THAT "THE 
OVERALL COMBAT STRENGHT" OF THE IAF WOULD REMAIN AT ABOUT 
45 SQUADRONS, "THE NORMAL STRENGTH MAINTAINED BY INDIA 
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IN RECENT YEARS." THE PAPER CITES "OBSERVERS" AS 
HAVING POINTED OUT THAT THE REDUCTION IN THE NUMBER OF 
STRIKE SQUADRONS WOULD NOT "AFFECT THE OVERALL COMPOSI- 
TION OF THE IAF." 

2. COMMENT (CONF.) WHILE THE CLAIM THAT INDIA WAS 
REDUCING ITS STRIKE FORCE PRESUMABLE WAS INTENDED TO 
STRIKE A RESPONSIVE NOTE BY DESAI IN THE US, IT OBVIOUSLY 
LAID HIM OPEN TO MRS. GANDHI'S ATTACK THAT HE WAS WEAKENING 
THE NATIONAL DEFENSE. WE HAD CONCLUDED (REFTEL) THAT OVER 
THE NEXT DECADE THE IAF WOULD CONTINUE TO HAVE 35 STRIKE- 
CAPABLE SQUADRONS. THE "HINDUSTAN TIMES" FIGURE OF 45 
SQUADRONS FOR THE "OVERALL COMBAT STRENGHT" OF THE IAF 
PRESUMABLE WOULD INCLUDE THE 35 SQUADRONS ENNUMERATED 
PARA 6 REFTEL PLUS TEN ADDITIONAL TRANSPORT SQUADRONS. 

THE IMPORTANT POINT OF DESAI’S REMARKS AS AMPLIFIED BY 
THE PRESS, CONFIRMING CONCLUSION OF REFTEL, IS THAT 
VIEWED EITHER QUANTITATIVELY OR QUALITATIVELY THE STRENGHT 
OF THE IAF IS NOT BEING REDUCED. 
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